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    The Asian American movement during the 1960s saw the development of Asian 
American theaters. Stemmed from the Civil Rights movement, the political activity 
evoked Asian American’s sensitivity and sense of equality and racial discrimination, 
and encouraged them, for the first time in American history, to participate in the 
democratic movement to make social change conforming to their culture. Many Asian 
American artists and writers were inspired by the Asian American movement. They 
focused on the historical and cultural aspects of their immediate race issues, fostering 
the establishment of the four Asian American theater companies: East West Players, 
Asian American Theatre Company, Northwest Asian American Theatre and Pan Asian 
Repertory Theatre.  
    Factually, since the mid-nineteenth century, Asian American stereotypes 
appeared regularly on American stage: the pidgin-speaking foreigner with the comical 
behavior and the “evil genius” plotting to ruin the lives of white Americans. Later, 
variations of these stereotypes, such as Fu Manchu, presented on the stage throughout 
the twentieth century. Stereotypes of Asian women also appeared in two opposing 
types: the self-sacrificing lover and the fearful dragon lady. Before the establishment 
of Asian American theaters, these Asian characters were always played by white 
actors in yellow face. But some Asian actors began to appear on American stage in the 
early twentieth century. Their racial identity highlighted the stereotypes due to their 
performance of the negative Asian characters. Therefore, Asian stereotypes had 
deeply rooted in the minds of Westerners who accepted these stereotypes as the 
authentic Asian images. 
The appearance of Asian American theaters gave more chances for Asian 
American artists who were dedicated to enhancing the identity of Asian American to 















creation of Asian American playwrights, and many talented Asian American 
playwrights appeared on stage, such as Frank Chin, whose The Chickencoop 
Chinaman was the first Asian American play to be performed on American stage, and 
David Henry Hwang, best known for his Tony Award-winning play, M. Butterfly. 
Dissatisfied with the Asian stereotypes on the mainstream stage, Asian American 
playwrights intended to rebuild the new images of Asian Americans in their works by 
focusing on the representation of Asian American history and the pursuit of cultural 
identity. Therefore, stereotypes are still the hot topic in the analysis of Asian 
American plays. 
Criticisms on Asian American plays just began from the past two decades, owing 
to the fact that most plays were performed on stages; and only a few of them were in 
the form of printed texts. As an important branch of Asian American literature, Asian 
American plays have not got expected attention as the novels. This study concentrates 
on eight representative Asian American plays. Taking the concept of Goffman’s 
“impression management” as theoretical support, this study examines the reason for 
the formation of the imposed stereotypes in the plays. 
    Based on the three modes—idealization, misrepresentation, and mystification in 
Goffman’s concept of “impression management,” the main body of this study can be 
divided into three parts. Chapter One examines three plays, including Frank Chin’s 
The Year of the Dragon, Velina Hasu Houston’s Tea and Wakako Yamauchi’s And the 
Soul Shall Dance, in which the major characters perform the idealization. Because of 
the eagerness to assimilate themselves into the mainstream, they resort to idealization, 
which is, according to Goffman, a way to modify the individual’s performance to fit 
into the understanding and expectations of the society. However, neglecting the fact 
that the understanding and social expectations of the United States are based on the 
ideology of racists, Asian Americans fall into the trap of idealization. As the result, 
they exaggerate the stereotypes of Charlie Chan and Babysan. Regarded as the 
collective stereotypes rather than the individual subjects, they are categorized as the 















the confused Asian Americans who are lost in the idealized performance. As the 
victims of the stereotypes, they finally realize that only when they clear up the myth 
of stereotypes could they show the authentic Asian images to the mainstream. 
   Chapter Two offers a discussion of how misrepresentation misleads Asian 
Americans in the process of searching for cultural identity. Focusing on three plays, 
Frank Chin’s The Chickencoop Chinaman, Philip Kan Gotanda’s Yankee Dawg You 
Die and Jessica Hagedorn’s Dogeaters, this study divides different kinds of 
misrepresentations, including implying the lack of manhood unintentionally, showing 
the stereotypes publicly and manipulating misrepresentation as the colonial strategy 
secretly, which put Asian Americans in the trouble of identity crisis. 
Misrepresentation, as a way either to put the performer in a position to be 
misunderstood or to put the audience in a position to be duped, successfully misleads 
the major Asian American characters in the plays. In a world of racism, they 
experience the tough choices between accepting the mainstream culture and adhering 
to their native culture. After understanding the reason for misrepresentation, they 
gradually rebuild their cultural identity.  
    Chapter Three examines how racism renders Asian Americans into the 
stereotypes under the disguise of mystification in the two plays: Elizabeth Wong’s The 
China Doll and David Henry Hwang’s M. Butterfly. By setting up the social distance, 
the performer limits the close contact between the audience and himself so as to 
generate the feeling of awe in the audience, and then to place himself in a state of 
mystification. As the colonial strategy, mystification successfully seduces the inferior 
complex in the inner heart of Asian Americans, which renders them into the 
stereotypical Other and undermines their cultural identity. However, mystification can 
be also manipulated by Asian Americans to subvert the stereotypes. It will become a 
humiliation for the West if the secret of mystification—racism—is disclosed. Seeing 
through the essence of mystification gives Asian Americans a chance to manipulate 
the Oriental fantasy to attack ethnocentrism of Western racists.  















by the mainstream society to degrade the ethnic groups. The purpose of Asian 
American playwrights is to rebuild the authentic images and overthrow the exotic and 
submissive ones on American stage. However, they are always misunderstood by 
white audiences, because Asian Americans in their works bear the characteristic of 
stereotypes. Stereotypes seem to be inevitable where the communication between 
Asian Americans and white people gets involved if the latter insist on treating the 
former based on the prejudices they have earlier acquired. The whites are unwilling to 
get to know Asian Americans, and even refuse to accept the new images rebuilt in the 
play. Therefore, this study aims to explore the reason behind Asian American 
stereotypes imposed by white people in the process of communication—racism. 
Ethnocentrism secures them the superiority over other ethnic groups. Under these 
stereotypes, racism evokes the inferior complex of the racial groups and renders them 
into the inferior Other.  
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